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ABSTRACT 



Just as the spoken word, virtual discourse in the 
listserv-assisted composition class unites the writer and the audience into a 
group. On-line writing takes the form of dialogue, and the reading of the 
on-line text does not shatter the audience but gathers them into 
collectivity. Since writing on the listserv is less rule -governed, students 
are free of bounds of grammar, syntax, or style, and they perform more like 
speakers than writers. On-line writing reshapes invention from private 
individual process into a collaborative one and restructures the 
teacher- student relationship. On weekly journal postings, students exchange 
thoughts, for instance, on their preliminary ideas for topics for writing 
assignments. This transparency between students' minds and projects helps the 
teacher to anchor the writing process and modify pedagogical strategies. The 
transparency of metaconversations indeed transforms the artificiality of 
technology into second nature and provides additional environments for better 
teaching and learning. (CR) 
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Students' Conversations We Have Never Heard: 
Transparencies on the Listserv 



Plato associated writing to death and condemned writing as 
inhuman, thing-like, and memory weakening (Walter Ong 81 1982). 
This is because he could not imagine that a twentieth-century 
writing community on the listserv is almost as responsive as his 
interlocutors. The written word on metaconversations is almost 
real like the natural spoken word: real speech and thought exit 
in a context of give-and-take between real persons (Ong 79) . 
Actually, on-line writing espouses traditional orality in which 
"the spoken word proceeds from the human interior and manifests 
human beings to one another as conscious interiors" (Ong 74) . 
Just as the spoken word, virtual discourse in listserv-assisted 
composition class unites the writer and the audience into a 
group. On-line writing takes the form of dialogue, and the 
reading of the on-line text does not shatter the audience but 
gather them into collectivity. Writing is no longer an 
"autonomous" or "detached" discourse from the author who cannot 
be "directly questioned or contested" (Ong 78). Virtual writers 
can be reached and challenged. The discourse takes two-way 
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directions — manifesting interiors of both the writer and the 
reader. Thus reading and writing are no longer private, isolated 
activities; they involve exchanges and interactions. This way 
metaconversations make thinking and writing processes 
transparent . 

Based on Ong's contrastive descriptions of the spoken word 
and writing in his Orality and Literacy , I will address the 
impact of computer technology on mental process in writing and 
teaching. According to Ong, writing as a technology manifests 
two major features, separation of the word from the living 
present due to a void of sound and artificiality because of 
articulable rules (82) . However, electronic writing in my class 
soundlessly associates the living experience to the word and to a 
large degree transforms students' writing consciousness. Since 
writing on the listserv is less rule-governed, students are free 
of bounds of grammar, syntax, or style, and they perform more 
like speakers than writers. The interiorized writing 
spontaneously mixes with a newly-mastered, more advanced 
technology and is displayed in turn through textualization. 
Consequently, metacorrespondence in many ways transforms 
traditional rhetoric of teaching and learning. In this brief 
discussion, I will limit myself to two issues of listserv- 
assisted writing class. First, on-line writing reshapes 
invention from private, individual process into a collaborative 
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one. Secondly, it restructures teacher-student relationship. As 
a result, teaching and learning become interdependent and 
reflective . 

Traditionally, invention is considered a secluded 
individual mental performance. But on cyberspace, the 
performance of this rhetorical office becomes communal and 
interactive. On weekly journal posting students in my class 
share their repertoire for topoi and exchange thoughts. While 
searching for a topic for a writing assignment, students would 
post their preliminary thoughts on the listserv. Writing 
about their ideas and choices help them share memories, 
fulfillment, and frustrations. For example, one of my 
assignments was a narrative on personal writing experience. One 
student thought that this experience was the least significant 
aspect of his life. Racking his brain for a topic, he was trying 
(unconsciously) to dig out some fragments of his writing history: 
"From the start of my English classes in 7th grade, my writing 
has progressed one step at a time. With each new teacher, I 
learned a new writing skill, and a better means of expressing 
myself through my writing . . . Even studying the art of poetry 

has raised the level of my writing.” However, he was troubled by 
the boredom of his topic that might not convey an "exotic 
replica" of his writing history. To extricate him from this 
dilemma, one respondent posted, "I understand where you are 
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coming from[,] seeing how I had a hard time picking out a really 
unusual or enlightening writing experience ... I guess my 
advice would be to think hard, maybe about one of the times you 
read a poem and really understood it or something. I think a 
general overview would be interesting too as long as you gave 
lots of detailed examples." It is by means of these informal, 
less rule-constrained interchanges that students converse and 
think together. By virtually and collaboratively working out 
their topics, writers retrieve their thoughts from dialetical and 
visual contours (Cf . Ong 96) . Unlike traditional composers with 
pen and paper whose thinking process is private and opaque to 
others, metawriters disclose the innermost correlated thoughts in 
dialogue. Writers and readers are intimately gathered into a 
unity. Members cooperate and collaborate to escalate 
interiorization of technology which in turn enhances their 
consciousness (See also Ong 82) . 

This transparency between students ' minds and projects help 
the teacher to anchor the writing process and modify pedagogical 
strategies. Usually in a traditional composition classroom the 
writing process is compartmentalized into several steps. 

Students fulfill each step under teacher's mentoring. The 
teacher sees only semi-products or final products but usually has 
no sense of what students must go through emotionally and 
strategically in order to produce those products. For example. 
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in a traditional classroom, how much do we know about students' 
reactions to our assignments? How do they feel about writing 
conferences? Almost none. In fact, we don't have any knowledge 
or understanding of what is going on in our students' minds 
during the writing process except drafts and finished products. 
But along with the flux of metaconversations the teacher is 
exposed to a team of voluntary critics ready with feedback. 

One semester, I designed a sequence of three writing 
assignments. Basically, those papers should address the same 
topic from different perspectives and to different audiences. In 
other words, this assignment required students to envision a 
long-term project composed by three papers on a common topic. On 
the list, many students expressed their interest in the 
complexity of the project but mental fatigue at a repeated topic. 
Thanks to those comments and suggestions, my modified assignments 
worked better with later classes. The listserv also enables me 
to discover students' innermost feelings for the teacher whom 
they perceive as the authority on their writing. This discovery 
is amusing, somewhat fearful, but beneficial. One student said, 
"I am going in tomorrow to have my paper read. I doubt she'll 
like it much . . . She'll probably write all over the thing." 

His portrait of me conveys a dreadful picture of a writing 
teacher. I could almost see myself sweating over students' 
papers, tearing them apart. Unpleasant as his comments, only 
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transparencies on the listserv can give us this insight. 

Although I was happy to hear "She is easy to talk to, " or "my 
paper became much much better than my first draft since I had the 
conference, " it is rewarding to me who have to confront 
discomforting thoughts rather than to be excluded from the 
community. In addition, this message might have expressed a 
general anxiety among many students before writing conferences. 
Although many students think conferences are helpful, almost all 
of them virtually sighed a relief after the session. It is 
students' straightforward opinions on the listserv that 
revitalize writing activities and to a large degree influence 
their instructor's perspectives on teaching and the relationship 
with them. In this sense, teaching and learning are 
interdependent and facilitated even when we are away from the 
actual classroom. 

Ong predicts, "the new technology is not merely to convey 
the critique: in fact it brought the critique into existence" 

(80) . What he says is happening in the virtual classroom. 

Writing and reading on the listserv give life to the text and the 
writing process. Since computer technology connects the writer 
and the reader at a speed almost comparable to sound, it shortens 
the distance between them, thus challenging the writer in a 
"reachable" space within limited time. Had Plato known how 
interactive and influential writing can be on metal process, he 
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might have withdrawn his criticism of writing. The transparency 
of metaconversations indeed transforms the artificiality of 
technology into our second nature and provides additional 
environments for better teaching and learning. 




QS o* /X 8- I t f 

W.ould you like to put your paper in ERIC? 



Please send us a clean, dark copy! 




® 



U.S. Department of Education 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) 
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) 

REPRODUCTION RELEASE 

(Specific Document) 




I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION: 



Title: Paper presented at the 1997 4C's Convention (Phoer 

L\ s-foew-e- 


T> 0l1 ih-Q. 


Author(s): Hwi t Vu 


Corporate Source: 


Publication Date: 

| March 12-15, 1997 



II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE: 



In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced 
in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced 
paper copy, and electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other ERIC vendors. Credit is 
given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document. 



If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following two options and sign at 
the bottom of the page. 



The sample sticker shown below will be 
affixed to all Level 1 documents 

0 

t 

Check here 
For Level 1 Release: 

Permitting reproduction in 
microfiche (4* x 6" film) or 
other ERIC archival media 
(e.g., electronic or optical) 
and paper copy. 



PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL 
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 

A®- 






TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 



The sample sticker shown below will be 
affixed to all Level 2 documents 

□ 

Check here 
For Level 2 Release: 

Permitting reproduction in 
microfiche (4" x 6" film) or 
other ERIC archival media 
(e.g., electronic or optical), 
but not in paper copy. 



PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS 
MATERIAL IN OTHER THAN PAPER 
COPY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 



& 









TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 



Level 1 



Level 2 



Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission 
to reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1. 



Sign 

here-* 

please 




•/ hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate 
this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical media by persons other than 
ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit 
reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries. " 


Signature: 


Printed Nan^/Position/Title: 

Hwi Lvn Ij^oUAJr^T 


Organic : , 

Uni vanity Writ'hq PrvgrBMrt 


Telephone: • PAX: 

3 JiRf | 


E-Mail Address: [Date: 

HwSrMM.lS-7CU.np* /lUy/#, 'fy 



frw/ar\ 




III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE): 

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, 
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is 
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are 
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.) 



Publisher/Distributor: 


Address: 






. • : , 


. • . ; 




* - . * 




* ! ' • 




* 


Price: 
















1 


* 





IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER: 

If the right to grant reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and address: 
Name: 

Address: 



V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM: 



Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: / 

ERIcA EC 
2805 E. Tenth Street 
Smith Research Center, 150 
Indiana University 
Bloomington, IN 47408 



However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being 
contributed) to: 



'3 6 / 96 ) 

ERIC 



ER I C Processin g -and Referenmr F auii i t y 
■1- 10 9- Woot S troot, Cd Tl oo r 
-L auro tr Mn ' yLnd 2 0707 -359 8 

, ; Te l e phone:- 80 l-4y/-Huoo 

Tol l Frooi 8 00 700 37 48 
- FAXi 301 053 0369- 
, e- mai l; e r i ol a c@in e t. e d.gov 

yuww- .http^eticlac cee corn 

* .* » * • 



